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the seven principles. Although differential reinforcement incorporates the elements of 
classical conditioning learning models in its framework, the first proposition clearly 
states that the essential learning mechanism in social behavior is operant conditioning; 
thus, it is vital to understand what operant conditioning is and how it is valid at all times 
in an individual’s life. The inclusion of both modern models of learning (e.g., operant 
conditioning and modeling) and classic models of learning (e.g., classical conditioning) 
explains why differential reinforcement theory is also commonly referred to as the social 
learning theory of crime.

DIFFERENTIAL REINFORCEMENT THEORY PROPOSITIONS. Differential reinforcement theory 
may appear, in many ways, to be no different than rational choice theory (see Chapter 4). 
This is true to some extent, because both models focus on punishments and reinforce-
ments that occur after an individual offends. Differential reinforcement theory, however, 
can be distinguished from the rational choice perspective in that it assumes humans 
are born with an innate capacity for rational decision-making, whereas the differential 
reinforcement perspective assumes individuals are born with a blank slate (i.e., tabula 
rasa) and thus must be socialized and taught how to behave through various forms of 
conditioning (e.g., classical and operant conditioning) and modeling. Also, differential 
reinforcement theory is far more deterministic than rational choice theory in the sense 
that the former assumes that individuals have virtually no free will or free choice (behav-
ior is based on the definitions, beliefs, rewards, punishments, etc., that individuals are 
subject to after their previous behaviors), whereas the latter is based almost entirely on 
the assumption that individuals do indeed have the ability to make their own choices and 
tend to make calculated decisions based on the contextual circumstances of a given situ-
ation. Thus, it is clear that differential reinforcement theory has different assumptions, 
as well as distinctive concepts, that clearly distinguish it from rational choice models of 
behavior. We will now review some of the key concepts that differential reinforcement 
theory proposed that were important additions to the differential association model and 
that made it a far more robust and valid theory for explaining criminal behavior.

differential 
reinforcement theory: 
a theory of criminal 
behavior that emphasizes 
various types of social 
learning, specifically 
classical conditioning, 
operant conditioning, and 
imitation or modeling.

operant conditioning: 
a learning model based on 
the association between 
an action and feedback 
following the action.

modeling/imitation:  
a major factor in 
differential reinforcement 
theory that proposes 
that much social learning 
takes place via imitation or 
modeling of behavior.

1. Criminal behavior is learned according to the principles of operant conditioning.

2. Criminal behavior is learned both in nonsocial situations that are reinforcing or discriminative and
through that social interaction in which the behavior of other persons is reinforcing or discriminative
for criminal behavior.

3. The principal part of the learning of criminal behavior occurs in those groups which comprise the
individual’s major source of reinforcements.

4. The learning of criminal behavior, including specific techniques, attitudes, and avoidance procedures,
is a function of the effective and available reinforcers, and the existing reinforcement contingencies.

5. The specific class of behaviors which are learned and their frequency of occurrence are a function
of the reinforcers which are effective and available, and the rules or norms by which these reinforcers
are applied.

6. Criminal behavior is a function of norms which are discriminative for criminal behavior, the learning
of which takes place when such behavior is more highly reinforced than noncriminal behavior.

7. The strength of criminal behavior is a direct function of the amount, frequency, and probability of
its reinforcement.

Source: Burgess, R., & Akers, R. (1966). A differential association-reinforcement theory of criminal behavior. 
Social Problems, 14, 146.
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